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issued paper money and insisted that it be a legal medium of
exchange in all transactions. Nevertheless it had steadily de-
preciated to a point where it was worthless. "Not worth a con-
tinenfaF became a proverb—to remain so long after men had
forgotten how the term arose. Seven of the states, since the
Revolution, had resorted to the same method of supplying them-
selves with the money they did not have and would not tax their
citizens for. There were many debtors, particularly among the
small farmers effectively represented in the legislatures, who
were hard pressed by creditors under kws which might imprison
men for debt and which made few provisions for the temporary
relief of unfortunate but honest debtors. Not all debtors were
honest Some, of them welcomed the opportunity to pay off debts
in currency worth far less than the original obligation. The
fluctuating currency made everybody hesitate to enter into long-
term contracts. In the uncertainty all commercial operations were
attended with debilitating risk. Congress had done almost noth-
ing to pay off the public debts incurred during the Revolution,
either to foreign creditors or to the neglected veterans of the
Continental Army. The private debts owed by Americans to
European creditors were still largely unsettled.
Not a few of die delegates to the Federal Convention were
themselves heavily in debt, but they did not think of themselves
as belonging to a debtor class. They were convinced on principle
as well as out of interest that public and private debts ought to
be paid in honest money, and that the states ought to be restricted
from passing any further legal tender laws. On the day they
voted for this restriction, August 28, they voted also to restrict
the states from passing any laws that would impair the obligation
of contracts.
And there was the question of the public debt owed by the
Confederation. This had not been paid by the Continental Con-
grfess, because it had no money and no power to tax the states.
The Convention delegates were resolved that the new Congress
should have money and should pay the debt On August 21 it
was proposed, by a committee, that Congress should be given
power to pay the debts of the United States and also the "debts
incurred by the several States during the late war." The Con-
vention did nothing about the debts of the states, which were
left to the states to settle. But on the 25th it was agreed that the

